FEET OF CLAY

lower lip hung down., shiny with saliva.  The dark,, deep, velvety eyes
squinted horribly.

The idiot murmured: "... doo/' sucked in his spittle and went back
to his corner, where he sat on the bin, his legs hanging.

"He's very well, you see. He's behaving very nicely just now," said
the old woman.

Simon sat down. The chair was so dusty that he instinctively made
the peasant gesture of tucking up his coat.

"How old is he now?" he asked.

"Well, that's not difficult to work out," replied Mother Lachaume.
"He's three years older than you are. That makes him forty-four."

The idiot, having thrown his windmill on the floor, took up a school-
boy's slate and began making incomprehensible signs on it with a
squeaky pencil.

"At bottom," said Mother Lachaume, "he's like you. If he could
have done it, he'd have liked studying."

There was a moment's silence.

"You'll take a drop," she said, going to the sideboard for a bottle.
She offered him a drink as if he were a stranger and, like a stranger,
he did not dare refuse the little glass of rough brandy,* he did not want
to vex her.

"It's good," he said.

"It's the one your father liked," she replied. "Oh, well! Everyone
has his own vice. Now that he's no longer here he doesn't make me
suffer any more."

She sat down and fell silent, gazing at Simon from beneath her eye-
lid that looked like half a nut.

"Did you get the money last month?" he asked, trying to get the
conversation going.

He regularly sent his mother a postal-order for three hundred francs,
of which in fact she stood in no need. In her miserliness she put the
three monthly notes away in an old biscuit-box, where they gradually
piled up,

"Yes, yes," she replied. "Thanks. Oh, as far as that goes, I can't
complain of you. It's not like it used to be. I was saying to mother
Feudechien only the other day. 'It's very satisfactory. My son does
not leave me in poverty. He's grateful for all that's been done for him.' "

It was only now that Mother Lachaume seemed to be moved at see-
ing her son again. A sort of white froth appeared at the corners of her
eyelids; she pulled up her skirt, and searched the pocket of her violet
petticoat, which was stiff with dirt, for a handkerchief with which she
ddbbed at her eyes.

"Well... you've come anyway... you've come anyway ..." she said
over and over again, sighing deeply.

"I'm appearing before the Election Committee," said Simon.
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